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WHY I’M HERE 
 Riding in the van with Natalie, one of my coworkers for the summer, the topic of why we 
chose our majors arose. It was the summer after my freshman year, and I had just changed my 
major to communication sciences and disorders (CMDS). After a grueling journey as a biology 
and chemistry double major, I knew that path was not for me. I enjoyed the classes well enough 
but knew before long I did not desire to make a career out of it. So, after the typical freshman 
year “college major” crisis, I changed my major to pursue speech-language pathology. Within 
this career lay the jackpot combination of science, teaching, and meaningful clinician-client 
relationships; it was exactly what I wanted. 
 As I discussed all of this with Natalie, who also happened to be a CMDS major, she 
expressed sharing the same sentiments toward the field. She then began describing her graduate 
school plans. What Natalie described next changed my perspective of speech-language pathology 
as a whole and of my own career plans. After graduating from her master’s program, she wanted 
to work as a speech-language pathologist (SLP) in juvenile detention centers or in a school 
located in a community with a higher population of children at-risk for encountering the youth 
justice system. This facet of speech pathology was entirely foreign to me, but this encounter 
served as an introduction to a topic that would become particularly meaningful to me and heavily 
influence my plans for the future.  
 Flash forward to my junior year. While taking a language development class in the fall 
and language disorders in the spring, studying the impact of developmental language disorders 
(DLDs) caused this topic to resurface. I vividly recall being unable to sleep one night, thinking 
about the future and wondering what I would do as an SLP – the scope of practice is 
overwhelmingly broad. I thought back to my conversation with Natalie from almost two years 
before and began late-night researching. My mind began reeling after reading several articles 
about language disorders, their high prevalence in youth offender populations, and the fact that 
many individuals who enter confinement without the necessary resources to effectively treat 
language disorders (Stanford, 2019). I thought, “This is why I’m doing this. This is what I want 
to do; here is a need I can be equipped to address.” Once I realized I could practically address 
this failing of the justice system and help mitigate the school-to-confinement pipeline as an SLP, 
there was no turning back. 
 Following the late-night researching, I read many more articles over the topic, and during 
the spring of my junior year, I decided to conduct my thesis over the topic. At the time I knew I 
wanted juvenile forensic speech pathology to be a part of my career, but I was uncertain of how 
to make that happen. While finding articles for my research, I encountered the work of Dr. 
Shameka Stanford, a professor at Howard University who is one of the few (if not the only) 
juvenile forensic SLPs in the United States. Not only has her effort in this field been integral to 
my thesis, but it has also given me greater direction for my post-graduate career. 
 It is my goal for this essay to give the reader a compassion for and deeper understanding 
of how language disorders affect individuals either at risk for, or already in, the school-to-
confinement pipeline. This essay also aims to reveal where an SLP can, and should, intervene in 
the various settings where at-risk individuals need resources or consultation.  
  From one conversation during an unplanned car ride in the summer came all this: a 
thesis, a future career, and the anticipation of meaningful work. To me, the SLP’s role in the 
youth justice system is work in advocacy and an effort toward equality. That being said, this 
thesis is much more than a topic of interest; it is where I plan to invest my future.   
  
INTRODUCTION 
 There has been an increasing amount of attention and research given to communication 
and developmental disabilities within the youth offending population over the past two decades. 
Because of this, there is now a substantial body of evidence revealing higher rates of 
developmental language disorders, along with other communication vulnerabilities, among youth 
offenders. Until recently, speech-language pathology as a profession has given limited attention 
to this evidence.  
 The purpose of this essay is not only to inform current and future SLPs of this subject, 
but also to purport the need for services to the youth justice system to be included in the speech-
language pathology scope of practice. SLPs have the unique and specific knowledge base over 
language disorders necessary to advocate for youth offenders and educate relative authorities on 
the impact of their communication impairments. 
 
Note on terminology: For the purposes of this essay, the term youth offender is used 
consistently to describe an adolescent who has encountered the youth justice system and has 
received some form of sentence, whether to a rehabilitative program, confinement, or other form 
of restitution. I chose this term in keeping with Snow’s epidemiological overview (2019) because 
it carries the least association with negative connotations and “judgments of reduced worth as 
associated with terms such as delinquent.”   
METHOD 
 Information concerning the prevalence of language disorders in youth offenders was 
gathered by searching several databases for articles concerning the topic. The primary database 
used was American Speech-Language-Hearing Association’s (ASHA’s) online catalogue which 
includes articles from the American Journal of Speech-Language Pathology, Journal of Speech, 
Language, and Hearing Research, and the Language, Speech, and Hearing Services in Schools 
Journal. Additional sources were gathered using the Ouachita Baptist University Library system 
and Research Gate from the International Journal of Language and Communication Disorders 
and Children and Youth Services Review. 
 I searched each database using the following keywords and variations of such: youth 
offender, juvenile offender, juvenile delinquent, adjudicated adolescent, adjudicated, 
incarcerated, confinement, recidivism, communication disorder, language disorder, language 
impairment. Abstracts of articles containing the above terms or variations of such were then 
analyzed to determine their relevance to the topic of study. Upon determining its relevance, I 
read and examined each article in more detail to gather and to determine its application to the 
topic. Additional relative material was gathered as articles were read due to citations of 
prominent studies utilized in various reviews and research articles. These cited studies were also 
analyzed in the described manner and included if pertinent. 
 Although a more recent object of research, the utilized articles were published in the 
years ranging from 1997-2020. These articles provided findings that confirmed the associations 
of communication disorders (CDs) and youth offenders and the subsequent disadvantages faced 
by this population. These outcomes carry pressing implications for the SLP’s role in a variety of 
settings, but principally the school-based setting. 
 
FINDINGS 
A. ESTABLISHED EVIDENCE OF THE HIGHER PREVALENCE OF LANGUAGE DISORDERS IN 
YOUTH OFFENDER POPULATIONS 
The association of language impairments and youth offending has been widely 
acknowledged by researchers for some time due to confirmation from numerous bodies 
of research. Here, I will discuss the results of some of the studies that contributed to the 
realization of the higher prevalence. Most of these studies examined the co-occurrence of 
youth offending and language impairments by utilizing comparative groups of individuals 
in correctional programs and/or facilities. Among studies that comparatively analyzed 
groups, youth offenders consistently scored lower on language assessments than their 
comparison groups. 
In community samples of elementary and secondary school students, rates of 
DLDs were reported between 7% (Tomblin et al., 1997) and 12% (McLeod & 
McKinnon, 2007). In contrast, the systematic review offered by Anderson et al. in 2016 
reported findings from several studies that displayed rates of language impairment in 
youth offenders significantly higher than those from the community samples.  
Another study conducted on 50 youth offenders and 50 non-offending controls 
matched in sex and SES found that the performance in language and social skills were 
significantly impaired for the youth offenders in comparison to the control (Snow & 
Powell, 2008).  Additional research suggested that, when compared to peers matched for 
sex and I.Q., youth offenders had higher proportions of language impairments; in this 
study, 25% of the youth offenders demonstrated language impairments in comparison to 
3.1% of their non-incarcerated peers (Blanton and Dagenais, 2007). The findings from 
both of these studies are corroborated by multiple studies (Humber and Snow, 2001; 
Sanger, Hux, and Belau, 1997; Snow and Powell, 2004, 2005; etc.).  
Studies not utilizing comparison groups corroborate the findings from the studies 
above. In these studies, youth offenders were measured against standardized age 
equivalence scores. Myers and Mutch stated in 1992 that of the eight youth offenders in 
their study, 87.5 to 100% scored three or more years under their chronological age on 
language measures.  
In Snow and Powell’s 2008 study, 52% of the youth offenders exhibited scores of 
one standard deviation or more below the comparison group’s mean. Another study from 
Snow and Powell (2011) reported that 46% of the 100 youth offenders tested scored 
greater than two standard deviations below the mean on more than one language measure. 
These researchers conducted another study that found language impairments in 37% of a 
group of 100 incarcerated youth offenders (Snow, Woodard, Mathis, & Powell, 2016). 
Similar findings reported in a study conducted by Bryan et al. in 2007 found that 46-67% 
of incarcerated male youth fell to the bottom ninth percentile on language subtest scores 
for their age groups; additionally, when using an alternative language measure, none of 
the youth reached age-equivalent scores. 
Although not an exhaustive evaluation, the studies discussed above provide ample 
evidence of the epidemic of communication impairments in youth offenders. It is worth 
stressing that while most adolescents with DLDs do not commit crimes or encounter the 
youth justice system, DLDs are considerably overrepresented in youth offender 
populations (Snow, 2019). This observation is cause for both concern and further 
investigation into what services may be offered to prevent these rates from persisting. 
B. WHY HIGHER RATES OF LANGUAGE DISORDERS IN THE YOUTH OFFENDER POPULATION 
NEED TO BE ADDRESSED  
People need not encounter the justice system for themselves to know it is a 
densely verbal and lexically diverse environment that places adolescents with impaired 
language at an immediate disadvantage. From the first encounter with law enforcement 
and beyond, youth offenders are expected to understand specialized language 
terminology, such as Miranda Rights, which have specific and low-frequency terms 
unfamiliar to adolescents. Individuals with specific language impairment (SLI) have been 
found to have poor comprehension of such rights, meaning their access to these rights is 
compromised (Rost and McGregor, 2012).  
Other studies involving children and adolescents with SLI presented weaknesses 
across the linguistic domain. Semantically, children with SLI showed deficits in 
vocabulary (Stothard, Snowling, Bishop, Chipchase, & Kaplan, 1998) and 
understandably also exhibited word-finding difficulties (McGregor, Newman, Reilly, & 
Capone, 2002). These findings confirm those of other studies that have found children 
with SLI to produce faulty narratives with unreliable quality and grammaticality (Fey, 
Catts, et al., 2004). Whether victims, witnesses, or participants to a crime, these 
adolescents are expected to answer highly detailed questions and produce reliable 
narratives, skills which – as shown above – are not within their repertoire.  
Within the justice system, it is imperative that clients of attorneys possess 
adequate communication skills. For youth offenders with impaired language, this 
becomes yet another area in which they are disadvantaged. The impaired narrative 
abilities, reduced vocabulary, and other effects of language impairment interfere with the 
communication between an attorney and the youth offender, thus hindering the 
adolescent’s fair treatment within the justice system (LaVigne & Van Rybroek, 2013).  
Unfortunately, the court system is not the only situation that places youth 
offenders at a disadvantage. In many cases of youth offending, the offender is released on 
bail. Although bail functions to reduce recidivism (Sprott & Myers, 2011), bail 
conditions are often expressed with legal terminology and vocabulary, making them 
difficult for individuals with DLD to understand. Because of this, the complex 
terminology of bail conditions may underwrite many youth offenders’ reappearances in 
court (LaVigne & Van Rybroek, 2011). Authorities unjustly set youth offenders up for 
recidivism or violation when they place non-comprehensible expectations and standards 
upon them. 
In conclusion, a youth offender’s journey through the justice system is pervaded 
by high-level literacy requirements and verbal dialogues that would be difficult to 
understand even for individuals without DLDs. Even custodial sentences focused on 
remediation with counseling and behavior management necessitate verbal facilitation, 
hindering a youth offender’s ability to benefit from them; it is difficult to remain engaged 
in such processes when one’s understanding is limited. 
Because of the difficulties experienced by youth offenders with perpetually 
undiagnosed DLD, SLPs play a key role in educating staff within the youth justice 
system on how DLD affects receptive and expressive language. SLPs have the 
opportunity to ensure the protection of communication as a right in the youth offender 
population by advocating for them and educating all personnel within the system 
(officers, attorneys, counselors, educators, etc.). 
C. IS THERE EVIDENCE THAT IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION MAKE A DIFFERENCE? 
Given the convincing body of evidence exposing the prevalence of language 
impairments in youth offenders, the informed individual is led to the ask, “Why are the 
developmental language disorders (DLDs) not identified?” and, “Would identification 
and intervention of the disorder decrease the likelihood of offending?” 
While less research has been conducted that would lead to answers for these 
questions, there remains convincing indication that, while many DLDs are not identified 
in youth offenders before they offend, early intervention including SLP services for 
individuals with DLDs may reduce their contact with the youth justice system (Hughes et 
al., 2017; Winstanley, Maxine, et al., 2018). 
A pioneering study conducting in 2011 by Gregory and Bryan examined seventy-
two prolific and persistent youth offenders entering the Intensive Supervision and 
Surveillance Program (ISSP). Each individual was screened for language difficulties by 
an SLP after entering the program. Of the seventy-two participants, 65% demonstrated 
language difficulties, and 20% scored at a “severely delayed” level on standardized 
assessment. The youth offenders in the ISSP received speech and language therapy 
services. After program completion the youth offenders were reassessed, and language 
improvement was demonstrated on the standardized tests used. 
A clinical trial conducted in Australia examined six male youth offenders who 
received medium-intensity, one on one speech-language therapy services for seven to 16 
weeks (Snow, Woodard, 2017). In this trial, the participants exhibited generally strong 
therapeutic engagement, improvements in their language abilities, and favorable 
responses to intervention. 
A relatively more recent study examined substance use and contact with law 
enforcement in young adults with identified DLD in comparison to age-matched peers. 
For individuals who received targeted services for their DLD during their schooling, less 
contact with law enforcement was reported in comparison to their age-matched peers 
(Winstanley, Webb, & Conti-Ramsden, 2018). The findings of this study are not only 
encouraging but also indicate the need for more research. Additional evidence that early 
identification and intervention mitigate youth offending or reoffending would open doors 
for more targeted mediation. Because of current research regarding youth offenders with 
identified language impairments who have received services, it can be inferred that not 
enough is being done to accurately identify language disorders in individuals who are at-
risk for offending.  
The Hughes et al. study from 2017, conducted in England, examined 93 youth 
offenders using a range of assessments and found that more than 25% of the individuals 
were identified as having an impairment, and 47% of the individuals “demonstrated an 
aspect of language skills significantly below the population average.” Of the individuals 
recognized as having an impairment, only one in four had previously seen an SLP for 
their DLD. In addition to underdiagnosis of language impairments in the youth offender 
population, it has been indicated that adolescents with neurodisabilities (intellectual 
disability, autism spectrum disorder, brain injuries, etc.) are also overrepresented and 
underdiagnosed among youth offenders (Hughes et al., 2012, 2017; Kenny & Lennings, 
2007). In another study conducted with a sample of students who had diagnosed 
emotional and behavioral difficulties, 74% of the individuals were identified as having a 
language disorder, yet few than half of these had been acknowledged by educators or 
health professionals (Stringer & Lozano, 2006).   
Evidently, there is a need for improved identification of language disorders within 
the educational sphere, particularly for those who display multiple comorbid factors, such 
as low SES, early childhood trauma, and educational underachievement (Snow, 2019). 
The responsibility of early identification majorly falls to SLPs within the educational 
environments, especially those in head start programs and elementary schools.   
DISCUSSION OF IMPLICATIONS 
A. IMPROVING EARLY IDENTIFICATION AND INTERVENTION EFFORTS 
   Given the results of the studies from Hughes et al. (2017) and Winstanley, Maxine, et al. 
(2018), there should be a greater initiative toward early identification of language and 
communication disorders in young children, particularly those identified as at-risk for early 
offending. One on one language instruction should be given to children at risk for offending, 
especially if they are still attending school. Additionally, educational SLPs and academic 
authorities need to be keenly aware of the high potential for behavioral and emotional 
difficulties to mask language impairments (Snow, Woodard, et al., 2015). The educational 
SLP needs to be aware of the comorbidity between poor academic achievement and 
behavioral difficulties because, upon closer investigation, many of these children are 
revealed to have DLDs (Cohen, Davine, Horodezky, Lipsett, & Isaacson, 1993). In these 
scenarios, an SLP may act as an investigator, educator, and advocate. Not only can she 
conduct evaluations on children with emotional and/or behavioral difficulties, but she can 
also educate classroom teachers on effectively responding to a language disorder and its 
subsequent behavioral implications. Lastly, the educational SLP may also advocate for a 
child involved in disciplinary situations when an explanation of the language disorder’s 
effects is needed. 
B. LITERACY INTERVENTION WITHIN SCHOOLS AND CUSTODIAL FACILITIES 
The importance of improving reading and writing abilities among youth offenders cannot 
be emphasized enough, especially when considered in light of research indicating poor 
literacy to be an independent predictor of reoffending (Rucklidge, McLean, & Bateup, 2013). 
Not only does reading failure contribute to recidivism, but it also precipitates a host of other 
negative outcomes, such as problems with frustration, academics, behavior, higher rates of 
suspension, and more limited employment opportunities in adulthood (Leone, Krezmien, 
Mason, and Meisel, 2005). Reading instruction is therefore vital for at-risk children attending 
school, and children from backgrounds poor in reading instruction would benefit greatly 
from explicit instruction (Snow, 2016).  
Inopportunely, most youth offenders attend school limitedly before offending (Snow & 
Powell, 2011). Due to this, it can be inferred that youth offenders receive limited therapeutic 
services prior to custody. While incarceration of young people is the most unfortunate and 
severe exhibition of the school-to-prison pipeline, it presents the opportunity for SLPs to 
provide direct literacy instruction when it is most needed. Within custody, youth offenders 
are often forced to reenter schooling, and through this can receive one-on-one services 
catered to improving reading and writing skills. Because of the dearth of research supporting 
the efficacy of this kind of intervention, SLPs should look in this direction for future research 
opportunities.  
C. INCREASING ACCESSIBILITY OF SLP EXPERTISE IN POLICE AND COURT PROCEEDINGS 
Throughout a youth offenders’ passage in the justice system, he or she encounters many 
professionals who lack knowledge of how DLDs affect an adolescent’s behavior and 
communication. As mentioned previously, this unawareness impacts the working 
relationships between youth offenders and attorneys (LaVigne & Van Rybroek, 2013). It can 
also be inferred that their communication impairments negatively influence interactions and 
relationships with police officers, parole officers, educators, and court personnel. This 
influence is especially strong in circumstances involving detailed questioning and unfamiliar 
vocabulary, such as police interviews, court hearings, and bail conditions. Because of the 
invariable communication breakdowns that occur, there are multiple ways SLPs can provide 
assistance.  
Authorities, particularly police officers and attorneys, often interview youth offenders in 
an attempt to gain a narrative or specific information. But this narrative is not always 
gathered in the most straightforward manner, nor do officers utilize best practice guidelines 
for obtaining narrative accounts from children and adolescents (Snow, et al., 2012). There is 
a need for SLPs to become intermediaries in the interview process and educate police officers 
on how to best obtain and interpret information from youth offenders with DLD.   
During court hearings and conferences concerning outcomes for youth offenders, a 
speech-language pathologist plays a key role in ensuring that youth offenders with DLD are 
not disadvantaged. This is primarily done by informing court personnel of the 
communication difficulties and susceptibilities often experienced by youth offenders and 
how to best approach conversations. For example, youth offenders have been shown to have 
higher rates of alexithymia, difficulty describing one’s emotions or affective state (Snow 
P.C., Woodward M., Mathis M., Powell M.B., 2015). In court hearings, judges will often 
examine the defendant’s language and emotional state for signs of remorse or sadness, but 
many youth offenders struggle with this ability. In these situations, the SLP can educate 
convenors of this reality and potentially change the outcome of the trial. The SLP can also 
encourage the presence of a registered intermediary (RI) during court hearings. RIs are 
professionals trained on how communication disorders affect processes in the criminal justice 
system. They protect witnesses vulnerable to communication breakdown by avoiding 
common barriers and ensuring the opportunity to have as clear communication as possible 
(Snow, 2019). 
Furthermore, SLPs can be key advocates for youth offenders to other clinical service 
providers, such as counselors and social workers. A speech-language pathologist has the 
unique knowledge base for successful communication with individuals who have DLD, and 
she can educate clinical personnel on the common way DLD affects everyday 
communication. This gives counselors and social workers the means to have more effective, 
successful communication with youth offenders, thus allowing them to provide their services 
more efficaciously.  
Lastly, as the youth offender enters the court system, he or she is surrounded by legal 
terminology and high-stake mediations that are verbally dense. The SLP can help prepare 
youth offenders for these meetings by equipping them with necessary vocabulary and 
providing explanations for court proceedings.  In this way, the SLP becomes a key advocate 
for young people encountering the justice system by improving oral language competence. 
D. INCREASED UTILIZATION OF COLLABORATIVE, INTERPROFESSIONAL TEAMS 
During this entire process, the SLP should never work alone. It is not solely the SLP’s job 
to identify children at-risk for offending, provide counseling, and visit the family of the child 
in question. Rather, SLP needs to work with a collaborative, interprofessional team of 
educators, a psychologist, a social worker, and fellow therapists to address identified 
concerns and work to prevent every at-risk child from entering the infamous “school-to-
prison pipeline.” As the SLP collaborates with other professionals, it is her role to inform 
each person on how the client’s DLD affects his communication, allowing them to more 
effectively provide their respective services. Additionally, the SLP has the opportunity to 
equip educators with the tools to improve necessary oracy and literacy skills that “reduce 
early risk factors and contribute to academic success and retention at school.” (Snow, 2019)  
CONCLUSION 
  
 Given the well-established evidence of a higher prevalence of language disorders within 
the youth offender population, the SLP understandably has a role to play in the youth justice 
system as an informant and advocate. It is her role to increase awareness of how language 
disorders impact a youth offender’s passage through the justice system and provide resources to 
mitigate the disadvantages experienced by this population. Additionally, by working with an 
interprofessional team, the SLP can help directly mitigate a young person’s entrance into the 
“school-to-prison pipeline” by increasing efforts of early identification and intervention for at-
risk individuals. Because of the multiple, indispensable ways SLPs service the youth justice 
system, I believe that service to youth offenders and their journey through the criminal justice 
system should be implanted in the speech-language pathology scope of practice. 
 As a future SLP, it is my goal to be a part of this process. I believe communication is a 
basic right, and we deprive children and adolescents of this right and their futures when we do 
not meet them where they are communicatively. These children are often held to standards they 
do not understand or are cognitively incapable of upholding. They face misunderstanding and 
miscommunication daily and are often robbed of the opportunity to communicate because they 
do not communicate as their authorities expect them to. I desire for this communication gap 
disappear, and I believe SLPs are key instigators in making this happen. 
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